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MAKE YOUR WISHES KNOWN BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE
By Brenda Day 
University Relations
Three years ago University of Montana law Professor David Patterson and his wife, 
Jeanne, lost three aging parents in different locations within a year and a half. During that time, 
they had to make difficult decisions about the medical treatment their parents received from 
health care providers. Those experiences and what Patterson calls daunting demographics -  that 
the U.S. population age 85 and older increased by 165 percent from 1960 to 1980 and is 
estimated to grow seven times as large in 2050 as it was in 1980 -- led him to offer a seminar 
titled Elder Law at the University’s School of Law, located at the Missoula campus.
“The seminar has been well attended,” Patterson says, “and often has a student waiting
Among the topics covered in Patterson’s Elder Law seminar are advance directives — 
documents that allow people to determine their medical treatment when they cannot speak for 
themselves.
“It always amazes me how many people do not have advance directives,” Patterson says. 
“Especially since there seems to be a national movement now to decline technologically 




There are good reasons for completing advance directives, he says, even if you are not 
among the 85 and older crowd. Most important for you is that without an advance directive, you 
risk having medical treatment decisions made contrary to your wishes by persons you would not 
choose to make those decisions. An advance directive also helps your loved ones and health care 
providers avoid the complex issues and conflicts that may arise when you are not able to tell 
them your wishes.
Completing an advance directive takes little time, Patterson says, and it doesn’t usually 
involve financial cost. Remember, he says, just telling someone your wishes doesn’t carry the 
legal weight that a written directive carries.
“It’s a relatively simple document compared to most legal documents,” he says. “And 
even though we can’t anticipate every situation that may arise, the advance directive goes a long 
way to make sure our wishes are known and makes it easier for family members and loved ones.”
There are two decisions you need to make before completing your advance directive:
■ What kinds of medical treatments would you want or would you decline if life- 
sustaining measures would only prolong the dying process? You may want to discuss the various 
treatment options with your health care provider. Be specific about what you want and what you 
don’t want, Patterson says.
■ Who will represent you if you are unable to speak for yourself in a medical emergency? 
Talk with the person you choose to be sure he or she is willing to act as your representative and 
understands your wishes.
Once you have made these decisions, you are ready to do the paperwork. Forms for
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advance directives are available from many health care providers and facilities across the state. 
The form also may be obtained online at www.choicesbank.org, which Patterson calls a 
“treasure” for Montanans.
Personnel at the Life’s End Institute in Missoula and several other agencies and 
individuals have created the Web site, which not only has a well-developed advance directive 
form that can be downloaded free, but also offers the Choices Bank, a free service that keeps 
your directive on file and makes it available only to those you choose to have access to it.
One of the barriers to use of the advance directives in the past has been access, Patterson 
says. Often the advance directive is on file at a health care provider’s office, usually in medical 
records, and it can be difficult to locate in an emergency. Other people fill out advance directives 
and put them in safe deposit boxes at their banks -  not easy places to gain access to in 
emergency situations. That’s why Patterson likes the idea of using the Choices Bank.
Remember, he says, the key to using advance directives is access. Be sure to discuss your 
wishes not only with your chosen representative, but also with your health care providers, family 
members and others who may need to know — and either give them a copy of your advance 
directive or let them know where they can find it quickly if it is needed.
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